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Abstract 


USDA's costs-of-production (COP) data series dates back to 1975. 
This report is a compilation of these costs for the history of 
the COP project. Thirteen major field crops are included, with 
costs of production at both the national and regional level. The 
budgets correspond to those published annually by the Economic 
Research Service (ERS) in Economic Indicators of the Farm Sector: 
Costs of Production. 
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Methodology 


USDA's costs-of-production (COP) data series dates back to 1975. 
Since then, the number of enterprises has been expanded and the 
methodology has been improved. This report is a compilation of 
these costs for the history of the COP project. Eleven major 
field crops are included, with costs of production at both the 
regional and national level. The budgets correspond to those 
published annually by the Economic Research Service (ERS) in 
Economic Indicators of the Farm Sector: Costs of Production. 


ERS gathers COP data through producer surveys. The agency 
conducted its first Cost of Production Survey (COPS) in 1978, 
covering all major field crops in the major producing States. It 
focused primarily on the physical inputs used on the crop (for 
example, seeding rate, pounds of fertilizer, machines used in the 
field, and the times over for each field operation). Prices for 
these inputs and engineering relationships among operations were 
added from other sources to give a cost for each input per 
planted acre of the crop. The survey was repeated in 1982 and 
1983. Between the survey years, prices were updated to derive 
annual COP estimates. 


For the 1984 production year, ERS instituted the Farm Costs and 
Returns Survey (FCRS), replacing the COPS. The FCRS is a full- 
probability, random sample of producers that collects not only 
COP data, but also whole-farm financial data. The COP questions 
in the FCRS still focus on physical inputs, but costs for 
overhead and interest, which are not enterprise specific, can be 
more accurately estimated with the whole-farm data. 


The FCRS is an annual survey of about 26,000 farmers and 
ranchers, but due to budget constraints not every COP commodity 
is surveyed every year. Rather, each commodity is on a 4-year 
rotation. Between survey years, prices are updated for new 
production costs as was done before 1984. The annual costs in 
this report, then, represent various production years, depending 
on the survey year. For example, all costs for 1975-80 are based 
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on the 1978 COPS. 


Costs for 1981-87 come from different years 
depending on the crop: 


Commodity Production Commodity Production 
ear ear 
Corn 1982 & 1983 Soybeans 1986 
Sorghum 1986 Sunflowers 1986 
Barley 1982 & 1983 Peanuts 1982 
Oats 1983 Flaxseed 1983 
Wheat 1986 Cotton 1982 

Rice 1984 Sugar beets 1980 & 1984 

Sugarcane 1980 & 1984 


COP budgets published by the U.S. Senate prior to Economic 
Indicators of the Farm Sector: Costs of Production, 1982 
(December 1983) were in a different format than is used today. 
They consisted only of cash expenses and capital replacement, 
with three different land charges. The current COP format adds a 
value of production (to allow estimating net returns) and 
opportunity costs of the producer's owned inputs (unpaid labor 
and the costs of using capital for farming rather than in some 
other investment). 


To make the 13-year series consistent between years, ERS has made 
some adjustments to certain of the individual inputs. For 
example, before 1981, technical services like soil testing were 
included in custom operation costs and not listed separately. 
This category and another for miscellaneous could not be broken 
out for most crops prior to 1981. The other variable cash 
expenses are identical for all published budgets. For items like 
overhead and interest, early budgets used different data sources 
and methods. The overhead and interest expenses in this report 
are derived from more current data and supersede any earlier 
published estimates (pre-1982 reports). For sunflowers, sugar 
beets, and sugarcane, data were not collected for some of the 
early years and are not currently available. 


For all costs except "miscellaneous" and "technical services," 
the current methodology and data sources have been backdated to 
provide a consistent series. In the case of "taxes and 
insurance," there is a jump between 1979 and 1980 where real 
estate tax data did not match precisely, particularly in the 
budgets covering the Corn Belt and Lake States regions. 


For a complete description of definitions and methods, see 
Economic Indicators of the Farm Sector: Costs of Production, 
1987. 

COP Estimates Prior to 1975 
Cost-of-production budgets prior to 1975 consistent with current 
USDA definitions and methods are not available. Many States, 


however, have similar COP projects for the major crops grown in 


2 


their particular State. Using one of these State budgets, 
particularly with respect to variable cash expenses, would 
probably provide an acceptable proxy. Choosing a State that 1s a 
major grower of the crop (for example, Kansas for wheat, Iowa or 


Illinois for corn and soybeans, or Texas for cotton) is 
important. 
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